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[00:00:02]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Wednesday, May 18th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Mr. Nathan Justis, Director
and Principal for the Edith Bowen Laboratory School on the Logan campus at Utah State
University. This is another oral history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on
the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon Mr. Justis.

NJ:

Thank you. Good afternoon.

TW:

So, let’s begin by asking when you started your career at Utah State University, and the various
positions you’ve held during your USU career.

NJ:

Sure. I started here four years ago. So, that would be… What? The 2018-’19 school year, I
think. And I was hired in this same position to be the principal and director here at the school.
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TW:

Okay. And when we’re talking about the Edith Bowen Laboratory School, what are we talking
about? What’s the role and the purpose of the laboratory school? How many grades does it
consist of? How many teachers? And how many students are at the Edith Bowen School?

NJ:

Yeah. Well, the numbers first. We’re a K through 6. We’re a charter school. Edith Bowen has
not always been a charter school. I’ll talk more about that. We have 358 students. So, we have
about two classes at every grade level. Class sizes range from 24 in the kindergarten all the way
up to 27 in the sixth grade.

[00:01:59]
Sixth grade has only been here for five years. It was added the year before I came. And USU has
had a training site, like, a training school for elementary teachers since the 1920’s. It was
originally the Whittier School which that building is still standing. But then, in the fifties, they
built the Edith Bowen Lab School here on campus on Aggie Boulevard right in the heart of the
College of Education. And I think the enrollment was just done through some kind of partnership
with local school districts. So, if a family decided to send their child to the school, then the
school district would send their state funding up to the Edith Bowen Lab School for that child.
And then in 2007… Well, 2004, a new building was built. And Emma Eccles Jones paid for it to
my understanding. Emma Eccles Jones and Edith Bowen were colleagues at the Whittier School.
Edith Bowen was a principal and Emma Eccles Jones was a kindergarten teacher. So, she gladly
paid for a new Edith Bowen Lab School because I think they had a very good relationship.
Anyway, 2007, became a charter school. So, our funding comes directly from the state now. It
doesn’t go through the school districts. And students are admitted through a lottery process. And
it is not easy to get a spot statistically now in the school.
[00:04:06]
The kindergarten lottery usually has about 100 applicants for, you know, maybe 25 spots. You
know, it depends on how many siblings are coming in because they get priority. But sometimes
there’s only 15 spots for 100 applicants, but.
TW:

I think you mentioned student teaching as, maybe, part of the College of Education. How many
typically in a given school year, how many student teachers does the Edith Bowen Laboratory
School host?

NJ:

Right. 26. So, 13 every semester because we have 13 grade-level teachers. And one of their
roles is to, you know, be a mentor to student teachers.
So, that takes me back to one of your other questions about, you know, what is the school’s
purpose or mission, or what are we all about? I’ll give you the short answer and then any more
details that you want. So, the short answer is our mission is three-fold. One, to create great
learning for elementary kids, obviously, and use, you know, excellent teaching practices. Two, to
be a training site for undergraduate students that are preparing to be teachers. And three, to
participate in and help disseminate research about education.
So, in addition to the student teachers that come to us in the fourth year of their program, we also
have a lot of other undergraduates come through the building either with their professor, to come,
you know, see a certain thing, or just to come do observations that are required in their program.
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[00:06:15]
And we estimated before the pandemic, I think we had 250 to 300 undergrads come through the
building in a given year. So.
TW:

So, the fall of 2019, pre-Covid outbreak and pandemic, what were some of the major initiatives if
you remember any that Edith Bowen Laboratory School had been planning on or working on?

NJ:

Yeah. So, that was just my second year at Edith Bowen. And at the end of my first year, we met
as a staff and kind of had a, you know, an open conversation about what are we all about? What
do we really want kids to experience at Edith Bowen? What are our shared beliefs and
understandings of good instruction? So, we were starting to, kind of, rebuild the shared vision for
our practices. And we were trying to, you know, take some action in regards to those. There
wasn’t anything really that would have been terribly disruptive to what was currently happening.
Because I learned pretty quickly as I came into the organization that it was a high-functioning
organization with a lot of positive outcomes, relationships, sense of community, a positive
culture. So, it was more just articulating that and refining it.

[00:08:18]
One thing we were trying to work on was teacher professional learning and, kind of, re-working
the teachers’ professional learning experience. I’m trying to think what else was a key focus that
year. I think it was more just maintaining the good programs we had in place.
TW:

So, news on the international/national stage in late 2019-early 2020, soon I think, in late January
of 2020, news that the Covid virus had reached the shores of the United States. And there was a
lot of discussion about the potential impact it might have on society and all elements of society.
What were your memories of the initial discussions that you had either with USU administration,
with your staff, with parents and students? And we’re talking about the late February-early
March of 2020 timeframe.

NJ:

Yeah. I remember a few things. First, interestingly, one of our teachers’ sister was on the
Princess Cruise Line ship that, you know, literally brought Covid to the shores of the U.S. And
she was stuck on that ship for many days as the were trying to figure out what to do about that.
So, that’s an interesting connection.

[00:10:03]
I also remember personally just, you know, another doc student in my program from China
talking about how sad she was about this disease that was spreading in China. And we were all
very sympathetic to her, and to people in China, not realizing, no, the whole world is going to
deal with this. So, that was also interesting.
As we started to contemplate what, you know, might happen here at the school, I do remember
having a conversation with the staff a week before, you know, the governor’s announcement that
schools needed to go online. March 13th. I still remember that. So, the week prior to that, I
remember having a conversation with the staff about, okay. If we have to teach online, you
know, what tools would we use? Would we use Canvas? Would we use Google Classroom?
Would we expect all of our teachers to use the same tool? So, I asked teachers to start looking at
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that and thinking about that. And just emotionally start preparing themselves for something like
that. I don’t think I realized how quickly though that was going to happen. So.
TW:

And so, I imagine because you had to go to online instruction, you soon adopted and then adapted
those tools to meet the needs of instruction. Was that for a short period of time? Or was that for
the remainder at the school year that spring of 2020?

[00:12:04]
NJ:

You know, I think at first – and maybe you could help me remember this. I can’t remember if the
governor’s first announcement was we’re going online for two weeks. And then I think they
came back and said, you know—

TW:

That’s exactly—

NJ:

…the rest of the year.

TW:

…how it went down. Yes.

NJ:

Okay. So, everything happened so fast. So, I think the announcement was a Friday. Yeah.
Friday the 13th. March 13th. And I remember sitting in a conference room in our office. We
started referring to it as ‘the situation room’. [Chuckles] And we were watching the TV, watching
the announcement in the morning, I think. I think it happened in the morning.
And we had time later that day for professional development with our teachers. We had a couple
of hours. And we had plans for, I don’t remember what, some other training. But I remember
messaging a couple of our teachers in the building who had a lot of experience with Canvas and
saying, ‘Hey, how would you feel about doing a crash course for us this afternoon on Canvas?’
And I also remember, which we did, I also remember in a separate meeting for my PhD program
that same day, my PhD advisor, Breanne Litts, teaching us how to set up a Zoom account and
host Zoom meetings.

[00:14:00]
And I went immediately from that meeting into the staff meeting and taught everybody how to set
up a Zoom account and how host a Zoom meeting. And the governor gave schools a couple of
days to get everything ready. We felt like we didn’t necessarily need that. I think we took
Monday off. Well, you know, without kids in the building to get ready. But we didn’t take the,
you know, the two days. I think we only took one.
We had parents come and pick up Chromebook. We were able to round up enough Chromebook
for every student to take one home. Our sixth graders use iPads. So, they took their iPads home.
So, families came to the school, picked up their Chromebooks, anything else that the teachers
wanted to send home, like, you know, novels or worksheets, or colored pencils, or whatever. And
then, we were online the next day which must have been Tuesday.
And I remember, we were still working in the building. We didn’t have to work from home yet.
And we met. I asked the teachers to meet that morning so I could debrief them. And I told them
I want to meet every day. I could talk more about that later. We met every morning on Zoom as
a staff just to stay connected. But I vividly recall… Sorry, I get a little emotional about this, but.
[00:16:06]
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TW:

It’s okay. It’s all right.

NJ:

I vividly recall seeing that first class of kindergarteners on Zoom. Ha. All these little kids on
Zoom. And the teacher, you know, just reading to them like she normally would. And I thought,
oh, my gosh. This might actually work. [Chuckles] We had no idea whether we had enough
bandwidth, you know, to support all of these kids on Zoom, or all of these Zoom meetings
happening at the same time, or. We had no idea if kids would actually show up in these meetings,
or. We just had no idea if it would work or not. And it was so inspiring to walk around the
building and pop into classrooms and see teachers online with all their kids. So.

TW:

You mentioned it. And Nathan, I’m wondering if there were some students that just didn’t have
the bandwidth or the internet connectivity.

NJ:

Right.

TW:

And how did the teachers work with the family to ensure that some mode of instruction was
getting to and reaching the students?

[00:18:00]
NJ:

Right. So, we were really fortunate that, you know, we checked with all of our families to see if
they needed like, a hot spot or, you know, internet access. And I think there was only one family
that said that they would need that access. But I’ve talked to other school principals who had a
heck of a time keeping connected with their kids. You know, to the point of going and knocking
on doors and saying, ‘Where’s your child?’ So, we didn’t have that problem as much at Edith
Bowen.

TW:

And so, the remainder of that school year, the teachers were teaching from their individual
classrooms to students who were learning remotely.

NJ:

Yeah. And I’m trying to think at what point… Was there a point at which they had to start
working purely from home? I think there was. And…

TW:

The university actually had set some guidelines through HR and legal counsel for all USU
employees to work from home except for essential employees. And they had to be identified and
named and listed, but.

NJ:

That’s right. And I remember teachers would convert their kitchen, or whatever, to their
classroom, right? So, you would see on the wall behind them, like, their, you know, their
teaching calendar. And maybe they’re teaching how to read clocks and, like, these different
visual tools would be there that normally you would see on their classroom walls. They had them
on their kitchen walls, but.

[00:19:57]
Back to the bandwidth question just briefly, I do remember that, you know, even though families
had internet, they didn’t all have enough bandwidth at home to support mom working online, dad
working online, and a few kids all being online at the same time. So, that did become a limiting
factor that families had to juggle. So. I actually wrote and published a paper on our school’s
transition to teaching online that we could include in this archive.
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TW:

Absolutely. Would love to add that to the archives. Another question, just that spring, the
remaining part of that spring, obviously it was challenging. But were there had to be adjustments
made to some of the curriculum based on some of the technology and just the distance that—

NJ:

Absolutely. Yeah. Huge adjustments. And a big part of the adjusting was families – like, how
much can a family and a child take? So, we really had to pare down our expectations and if, you
know, a normal school day at Edith Bowen is 8:20 to 3:20, and, you know, so that’s, what, seven
hours. We had to pare down our expectations to an hour a day [chuckles] for lower grades, an
hour and a half, maybe, in middle grades. And maybe two hours in our upper grades. So,
teachers were really trying to identify the bare essentials that were necessary to get kids ready for
the next year, the next grade level.

[00:22:01]
TW:

And what of the student teaching experiences or remaining part of that spring 2020 semester?

NJ:

Yeah. That also developed very rapidly. We thought that we’d be able to use student teachers to
help with the online teaching. And then, we got word from the program directors for the student
teaching that they were done. [Chuckles] You’re done with your student teaching. Go home.
And so, we lost all of that, you know, people power which was a heavy blow. And I ended up
hiring four of them as part-time employees to help us with the online teaching.

TW:

So, the decision at the state level that the public universities were actually going to have students
return to campus for the fall semester of 2020. That decision was made in June 2020. What
discussions did you have with your teachers, with, you know, your supervisor? I had forgot to
ask who you actually report to directly. But about the fall mode in which instruction was going to
happen, and how it was going to be operating, and then all of the things Covid related that I know
the university had to contend with.

NJ:

Yeah. Well, my supervisor is the dean of the College of Education. It was Beth Foley at the
time. She was hugely supportive. So, we started something in the summer that we called the
strategy room. It was online.

[00:23:59]
And I just invited any teachers that wanted to help me think through a new model that would
allow us to implement some precautions, you know, social distancing, spreading out our desks.
How do we minimize the number of kids in the room? How do we spread them out? How do
we… You know, the sanitizing, the symptoms monitoring. So, yeah. We did a number of
things.
And the ultimate decisionmakers on, you know, what type of enrollment or, not enrollment, but
attendance model and instructional model you followed were the governing boards. So, our
school governing board, kind of, had the final say in our model. So, I worked with the teachers to
draft a proposal to take to the board. The proposal was a hybrid where half of the kids would
come Monday/Tuesday. The other half would come Wednesday/Thursday. We surveyed parents
on, you know, if we do a hybrid, would you rather come every other day, or in blocks like that?
And we settled on the blocks, the two-day blocks just for continuity and for parent scheduling of,
you know, child care.
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We also gave an option of completely online. We let some families opt for a completely online
option. We also concluded that we would have one teacher stay home and support the online
learning while kids were at home.
[00:26:08]
And one teacher would be in the building. And they would monitor two classrooms, two
adjoining classrooms, with the help of an aide. So, if the aide was in, you know, the other room,
the teacher would teach in the one room, and then maybe they would switch, or just bounce back
and forth. And Fridays, everybody was online. Everybody stayed home on Fridays. So, Fridays,
teachers were able to just plan and work on their online course, you know, options for kids. Our
board approved that model. The board meetings were difficult I would say because we had
some—
TW:

How so?

NJ:

Yeah. You know, they weren’t disrespectful by any means. It was respectful debate. But some
people, I think, were definitely more of the mindset that kids don’t seem to get Covid as much as
adults. So, we’re okay to have the kids in the building all the time. The local school districts
opted for that. They kept their, you know, they didn’t worry about having half as many kids in
the room at a time, kind of thing, like we did. They weren’t as worried about the social
distancing precaution as we were. So, there were people of that mindset, and then there were
people way on the other end who felt like we don’t know enough about Covid yet.

[00:28:06]
We probably shouldn’t have kids in the building at all. We should probably all be online. And
then we had everybody in the middle too. So, it was hard because we just didn’t know what
Covid was going to do. We didn’t know how kids’ bodies would react to it, short or long term.
But I think maybe it passed, like, four to three in our fourth meeting. And we went ahead with
the hybrid model. It proved to be extremely difficult. It was extremely difficult for the teacher in
the building to cover two classrooms, and try to be connected to the kids that were at home too.
I still remember a teacher teaching kids on the rug in front of her. And then she had her laptop
facing her. So, she was on Zoom at the same time with her kids that were at home, the other half
of her students. And they were displayed on a large flat screen TV behind her. I wonder if we
have a picture of that somewhere that we could put in the archive. It’s an interesting visual of a
teacher trying to support kids at home and kids in the classroom at the same time. That was hard.
And then, the teachers at home were feeling very disconnected. And after, I think, a month,
maybe six weeks, we also realized that there was some problems between, you know, the teachers
working from home didn’t have to pay for childcare.
[00:30:07]
Like, they had their kids at home, and they had them at home. But the teachers in the building
were still paying for childcare. So, there was a mismatch in job descriptions. So, I had to make
the decision to have everyone come back and work in the building. And that was really hard to
tell those teachers because the teachers that – there were a lot of discussions about who should
work from home, who should work in the building.
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Well, you know, I’m immunocompromised. Could I work from home? Great. Let’s do it. Or, I
have a little baby at home. You know, I worry about the baby’s exposure to Covid. Could I work
from home? But eventually we realized we couldn’t create differing job descriptions and we had
to hold everybody to the same expectations and bring them all back into the building.
And I remember a board meeting where a board member wanted to vote on that aspect of the
plan. And I said, well, I’m sorry, but I think that’s a management decision, not a governance
decision. You know, where people work… So, it was kind of a hairy time. But the teachers did
come back and work in the building. One teacher left. They resigned. It was too much for her
and her family. And she was able to find a virtual teaching position. But then, we had to find a
teacher in the mid- to late-fall.
[00:32:05]
We ended up hiring her aide, who fortunately, was a highly qualified instructor. Well, highly
experienced. So, we were able to give her a temporary teaching license for the rest of the year.
Another teacher retired early, mid-year, around maybe the same time. Same thing. Fortunately,
we had a really talented aide in that grade level who we hired as a temporary replacement for the
rest of that year.
So, we just kind of, we had this metaphor that we kept using of, like, we were all in a box and
somebody was just, would shake the box [chuckles] that we were all in. And we would just, kind
of, roll around in this box with all of the parts and pieces. And then we would kind of find our
footing again. And then somebody would shake the box again and we would have to find our
footing again. But that was the fall.
TW:

So, what were the quarantine protocols or practices that you adopt there at the Edith Bowen
School? And did the Covid Containment Team and the COVID CARE team work with your staff
or with the parents and the children? And how were things communicated about possible
exposure and all those matters?

NJ:

Yeah. We worked most closely with the Bear River Health Department. We have a school nurse
through them. They were amazing. I love the people at the Bear River Health Department. We
have grown very close over the last two years.

[00:34:00]
We didn’t work as much with the USU COVID CARES team unless it was one of our employees
that had an exposure or that contracted Covid. They asked us to, you know, manage it ourselves the students’, you know, Covid stuff. So, if a student had an exposure, they would stay home,
originally, for 14 days. They would stay home for 14 days. Or if they tested positive, they would
stay home for 14 days. That’s what I most remember. Those details changed so many times.
TW:

Yeah. Yeah. And I imagine, again, more changes to the way curriculum was delivered, or the
amount of curriculum that was delivered during that fall and maybe perhaps the spring semester,
you know, of 2021. What did it look like from, like, a parent/teacher conferencing, or how often
were those meetings happening and in what mode were they happening?

NJ:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative] Well, one thing that was really interesting about this was that, all the
sudden, the parents had to fill some of the roles of the teacher when the kids were at home which

USU COVID-19 2022: NATHAN JUSTIS

8

added a new layer to the relationship between the teacher and the parent. You know, in the past,
the teacher was in charge of providing the instruction and supervising it.
[00:36:00]
You know, supervising the child while they experienced the instruction. Now, that supervision
role fell on parents. So, parents started to see much more clearly where their students’ learning
gaps were. They also saw more clearly the way the teacher taught. And that could be, you know,
a blessing and a curse. And I remember a number of parents that, whose children were just
breaking down into tears because it wasn’t working. Right? I mean, online learning is totally
different. And…
TW:

That age group, I totally—

NJ:

With little kids. Yeah. Yeah. With little kids. So, that’s why we kept paring it back.

TW:

Did the student teaching program just cease that academic year? Or, how did that work?

NJ:

Yeah. In the spring of 2019, it just ceased. And they told us—

TW:

So, that entire 2020-2021 school year, no student teaching?

NJ:

Oh, okay. Right. So, 20…

TW:

So, the fall of 2020-spring of 2021 which would have been the first full year of the pandemic.

NJ:

No. We had student teachers. Yeah. We did. In the spring of 2019, they sent them home. They
said, you’re done. The next school year, 2020-2021, no, we had student teachers. Yeah.

TW:

And how was – I can imagine it was much different than the typical student teaching experience.
But how was that structured in the time of Covid?

NJ:

Yeah. Well, they definitely had a very different experience.

[00:38:00]
You know, they had a chance to work with kids face to face, and they got to learn how to support
kids teaching online. So, they’re better positioned to teach online down the road. I’m trying to
remember if anything else interesting happened in that regard. But I can’t think of anything.
TW:

Did the school year get shortened at all? Or did you maintain the same amount of what they
called (my mother was a teacher) contact hours?

NJ:

Let’s see. We did not shorten our calendar. If we did, it was only by one or two days. The state
did give us a lot more flexibility on that.

TW:

And then, social events. You know, grade school years. Usually, you build social events. How
exactly did that look like that 2020-2021 school year?

NJ:

Yeah. I’m glad you asked. That was a big deal actually. Yeah. We cut out a lot of those. The
really important ones to our school are the field experiences. So, our fourth graders do a onenight field experience. Our fifth-graders do three-night experience at the Teton Science School.
Edith Bowen’s been going there for, I think, 35 years. And last year was the first year we
couldn’t do it in 35 years. And our sixth graders go on the San Juan River for four nights.
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[00:40:01]
TW:

Is that like an outdoor school experience?

NJ:

Yeah. So, all of that had to be put on hold. At the end of the year, we actually were able to do
the San Juan River experience for the sixth graders. So, that was good.
But this year, so the kids that are sixth graders this year who missed the Teton Science School
exigence last year, we actually got to do it for them this spring. So, we did a make-up experience
for them this spring. So, they did the San Juan in the fall. That’s when they usually do it. And
then they got to do that. But there is a development of the child related to these big experiences
that we saw some gaps, you know, as a result of their missing these experiences.
We also do, like, our PTA does a big carnival kind of thing. We usually do that in the fall. But
last year we did get to do it in the spring at the very end of the year. That was really fun. And we
actually kept that for this year. We’re doing it again in the spring. There are a lot of things that
came out of our change in operations that we will hold onto.

TW:

You’re way ahead. I’m going to ask those questions, but I’m curious. Since you’re, kind of,
foreshadowing here. You know, there were a lot of changes the second year of the pandemic as
far as the state legislature. I know at the university level, slackening the social distance
guidelines, the mask mandate. I know at USU in all public universities in Utah, they actually
required that 75 to 80 percent of the classes that had been offered face-to-face fall semester of
2019 must be offered fall of 2021 in the face-to-face mode.

[00:42:03]
So, there were a lot of changes, I know, at the university level. What that second year meant to
Edith Bowen and how you chose to operate, and the instruction, the modes of instruction, and
some of the things you’ve already spoken to in the second year, what did that look like?
NJ:

Yeah. Well, there was an important shift in the middle of the first year. So, when we say first
year, if we’re thinking in academic years, when we say first year, do we mean ‘20/’21?

TW:

Yes. And then, ’21-’22.

NJ:

Okay. So, to back up a little bit, in the middle of the first year, as… I don’t know if – I guess it’s
because Covid numbers were improving. Vaccines were on the horizon.

TW:

Not for younger kids. But, yes, vaccines were on the horizon.

NJ:

Yeah. Vaccines were on the horizon in the mid-winter. There were not a lot of elementary-aged
children contracting Covid. So, pressure was mounting for us to abandon the hybrid model
completely and just bring the kids back into the building. We did eventually do that in midJanuary. There was a lot of pressure to do that earlier than that, like October or November, but
the university officials were not comfortable with that. They wanted us to stay in a more
precautious model. I remember joining a meeting with, you know, President Cockett and some of
her team and talking through this.

[00:44:01]
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And some people were frustrated that we really had two masters. We had our governing board
and then we had the university. And I said, look. We would not be here without the university.
So, anyway.
So, mid-January, we did bring all the kids back. We kept Fridays as an online day. We did
shorten our schedule a tiny bit. I think we got out at 3:00 instead of 3:20 to give teachers a little
more prep time to manage the online piece. Because there were still a lot of kids getting
quarantined or isolated because they’d contracted Covid. And those kids needed a lot of support
online for a couple of weeks at a time. So, there was still a lot to juggle.
So, coming into the second year, by then, you know, Covid numbers had come way down. We
adopted a more traditional schedule. Masks. Jeez. I don’t remember. Were masks required?
TW:

They were encouraged at the university level that second year. So, we changed all the signage,
for instance, in the library. I don’t know what the Edith Bowen school did.

NJ:

Right. Okay. So, the state legislature basically said schools cannot mandate masks. Yeah. I
think that hap-, what? That happened in the legislative session…

TW:

2021.

NJ:

2021. That’s right. So, masks were optional. Yeah. That’s right.

[00:46:00]
So, we could not put any pressure on kids to wear masks. That’s a big no-no. [Chuckles] But I
did put a lot of pressure on families to ask their children to wear masks. And I didn’t get a lot of
pushback from parents on that, thankfully. We probably had maybe half of our kids wearing
masks this past fall. Some classrooms were higher than that, some were a little lower than that.
But I was told by other principals that they only had, like, five or 10 percent of kids wearing
masks. So, I think the kids at Edith Bowen were more interested – the families were more
interested in wearing masks as a whole.
Our faculty, by and large, all wore masks. But we had some moments in faculty meetings where
some faculty members were saying, you know, ‘We all have to wear masks.’ And I could see one
or two other faculty members starting to have their blood boil because they were on the other side
of that argument. So.
TW:

What about the teacher/parents conferencing, social events, that second year you spoke to it a
little bit. But in that second year, did it return back to pre-Covid days? Or were there other
precautions and changes made?

NJ:

We still had some precautions in place, like, we weren’t ready yet to start doing whole school
assemblies again. I do remember our back-to-school night though was jam packed. And that
made me really nervous. Is this going to be a super spreader event? I hope not. But, yeah.

[00:48:03]
Yeah. So, we didn’t do whole school assemblies. We did start doing those more mid-year. And
it felt really good. It was a lot of fun, you know, to be back together.
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TW:

And you alluded to this earlier. And this is a question I’ve been asking everybody we’ve been
interviewing is, you know, Covid is a big catalyst for change. There’s no doubt about it. In
professional lives, in personal lives. For you, as the principal and director of the Edith Bowen
Laboratory School, what do you see as changes that were made because of the pandemic that will
become permanent ways in which the Edith Bowen school will operate moving forward?

NJ:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative]

TW:

And which may return to pre-Covid times.

NJ:

Hm-hmm. [affirmative] Well, one of the first things I think of is parent meetings on Zoom. They
are way more convenient. [Chuckles] It is… Especially IEP meetings. You know, meetings for
students with disabilities, looking at their instructional plan. Because those meetings, you have to
coordinate a special ed teacher, a general ed teacher, an administrator, the parent, an occupational
therapist, a speech therapist. So, it’s become much more convenient to just meet on Zoom. And
we love that and want to keep that moving forward.
We also did parent/teacher conferences on Zoom this year. It’s more convenient for parents to
stay home with their kids and just get on a Zoom meeting than to have to come to the school and
sometimes bring the little kids to, you know, the younger kids to school. So, Zoom has become
just a way of life that I think will stay.

[00:50:08]
One thing that I think people loved during the pandemic was we were forced to simplify. And I
didn’t want to lose sight of that moving forward. We had to strip away so many expectations of
ourselves because there were all of these added expectations of, like, figuring out how to work
from home, figuring out how to care for your child and work from home, and a myriad of other
things.
But looking at this year, you know, year two of the pandemic, my assistant principal and I
recognized that there were so many thing we wanted to work on as an institution because they
were put on hold during the pandemic. Just things related to the vision we had for the school and
its programs. But we wanted to be really careful about not trying to do them all at once. And we
decided to, kind of, open it up to teachers to pick and choose what areas they wanted to improve
on instead of telling the whole school, okay. We’re all focusing on improving our science
instruction this year because there were new science standards released right when the pandemic
started. And the teachers needed to become familiar with those.
Or, hey, our math scores haven’t been doing great. We all need to work on our math scores.
Well, you can’t ask people to work on math in depth and science in depth and our literacy and our
writing. So, we gave teachers a lot of autonomy in choosing that. And that proved really
productive to give teachers more autonomy.
[00:52:06]
And they had a lot of autonomy during the pandemic while they’re teaching from home and
things like that. So, I think giving teachers more ownership and control of their professional
learning also was a result of that.
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TW:

So, as an educator, if you were to think about the two years of the Covid pandemic, what do you
think the impact on student learning, student mental health and stress, short term, long term?
Yeah. Your thoughts?

NJ:

Yeah. So, on the academic side of things, we saw students’ mathematical ability really suffer.
Their reading fluency did not suffer. We think because it’s very easy for parents to read with
their kids at home. That’s an easy, you know, thing to continue. But there are other aspects of
literacy ability that suffer, more technical aspects that suffered. But, yeah. Math really took a hit.
And that was really discouraging to teachers. We’ve been working all year to identify and
address learning gaps. We received a lot of Covid relief funding.

TW:

Forgot to ask that question. Yeah. Speak to that.

NJ:

Okay. Do you want me to talk about that?

TW:

Yes, please. Please, please.

NJ:

Yeah. We received a lot of Covid relief funding. So, at least… I mean, I could pull it up, but at
least a couple hundred thousand dollars.

TW:

And where did that money get channeled towards?

[00:54:05]
NJ:

Yeah. So, we used that money to hire additional instructional aides for our intervention, you
know, program. So, this year, we had more boots on the ground tutoring kids and helping them.
We also hired experts, academic experts to work with our teachers. Like, instructional coaches,
basically. I wasn’t sure I could do that, but I contacted a woman at the state office who was
overseeing these Covid relief grants. And she said, yes, please. That’s an excellent use of the
money. And I thought it was a good idea because I thought it would build more long-term
capacity for us, you know, to be better teachers and address students’ academic needs verses just
getting more boots on the ground.
We used a little bit for, you know, like, masks, and sanitizer, and all of that. But USU also
provided us with a lot, the State Board of Education provided us with a lot of those. We still have
boxes and boxes of sanitizer and wipes and things. I’m trying to think what else we’ve spent the
money on. A summer program, summer school program. We hadn’t done that before, well, at
least in my time here. So, we did a summer school program last year, trying to address learning
gaps.
We definitely have seen a loss in students’ social skills.

[00:56:01]
And I’ve talked to a lot of other principals about this and they have seen the same thing. Kids
this year as they come back to full-time school have been learning how to be happy together.
[Laughs] And I think we’re seeing that throughout society. So, we’ve worked hard at teaching
kids, you know, to play nice. Again, to put it bluntly.
This spring, we did what we called Better Together Campaign where we were just trying to do a
lot of things to teach kids to be more socially aware, to be more kind, more helpful to one
another. We started doing a meeting at the end of the day every Friday where kids go to a little
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circle, a smaller class of kids from across all the grade levels. We wanted them to have a chance
to build relationships with kids throughout the building. And we’ve really enjoyed that.
TGRW: So, let’s just kind of step back here for just a minute if possible. So, Mr. Justis, you had
mentioned a decent amount about how teachers responded. Could you talk at all about any
specific stories of those student teachers that came back or the aides? Just to kind of, rank and
file within your school exceling during the pandemic? Or even their struggles?
NJ:

Yeah. Thanks for asking. Some people, yeah, really took well to the new demand of teaching
online.

[00:58:07]
They did well with the technology. Fortunately, we did have one or two teachers in the building
who already used it. One of our sixth-grade teachers, well, both of our sixth-grade teachers use
Canvas already in depth. So, they immediately became really valuable asset to the other teachers.
And I think that was reinforcing for them.
Other teachers really went through an identity crisis because they no longer felt like a good
teacher. So, that was challenging. Regarding the student teachers and the aides, we got pretty
creative in identifying folks that were really good at either online tutoring, let’s say, verses online
curriculum development. And we did start assigning people in different ways and different
places to leverage those strengths that were emerging. I’m trying to think of any specifics. And
our special ed team, they really had to, kind of, divide and conquer.
But one thing that was cool was in these morning staff meetings on Zoom, in my doctoral
program I had been studying a thing called participatory culture which comes out of, like, online
fan communities where people learn a lot from each other. Just a lot of idea sharing online.
[01:00:04]
So, in these morning Zoom meetings, I thought, I need to create a participatory culture with my
staff. So, we would do basically, like, a show and tell. Show us something that you’ve figured
out. And… So, other people can adopt it. And one thing that I remember a teacher developed
was called a choice board which was basically, like, a Google slide that had a lot of hyper-linked
images on it. And the students could choose, you know, between this link or that link for their
science learning, let’s say, or for a project. It was basically a really easy way for the teachers to
make a webpage. And they could just put that in Canvas. And choice boards became really
popular with our teachers. That was in the spring of 2020. But that definitely carried over into
year one of the pandemic.
TGRW: And speaking to those, have you seen student engagement, specifically now that the pandemic is
waning, alter at all? I mean, you’ve talked about those shortened school days, one hour for the
earlier grades, two hours for the later grades. How has student engagement actually shifted
overall?
NJ:

And by that, just to clarify, do you mean the way the student is engaging with their learning in the
classroom now?

TGRW: Yeah.

USU COVID-19 2022: NATHAN JUSTIS

14

NJ:

And how they’re participating in their classroom?

TGRW: Of course. Yes.
NJ:

Yeah. The major shift that I’ve observed is with the masks. When kids were wearing masks,
they were more subdued, more reserved.

[01:02:02]
Their behaviors were likewise more reserved. And then, as we’ve, you know, been taking off the
masks, we started to have lots of social problematic behaviors resurface that we had to address.
In terms of student engagement though, I think we’re in a good place. I think students have come
to appreciate being in school. I think this generation of kids will have a special appreciation for
being able to do school at school in person.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with the Covid pandemic?

NJ:

Well, I did personally manage a lot of the Covid case processing. I think that should be
documented. You know, we developed our own, kind of, workflows and protocols based on
guidance from public health officials and the health department. But that did take up… I mean,
on some days, that would take up 60 to 80 percent of my time.
And that happened again this year, in year two of the pandemic, in January when we had that
huge spike, right, of cases. And again, I was basically the Covid case manager. But we
developed a pretty good system for tracking numbers and, you know, notifying teachers, ‘Hey,
this kid’s going to be home for the next seven days.’ But that was a big part of my life the last
couple of years.

[01:04:06]
TW:

Mr. Justis, I’d like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences at the
Edith Bowen Laboratory School during the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

NJ:

Thank you. Thank you so much for going to the effort to document this. I think and I hope it will
be a really valuable record.

[End recording – 1:04:23]
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